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	Child obesity can lead to heart problems 

	Experts agree that childhood obesity is a serious health issue that can lead to complications, but can also be treated and prevented.

While no specific weight range is considered obese, there are parameters including a child's age, height and weight to indicate whether a child is at risk for obesity.

Dr. Denise Salerno, director of the weight management program at Temple Children's Hospital, said that although obesity is a problem for children of all ethnicities, factors such as family history and habits, and perceptions about weight gain are specific to African Americans.

For example, she said, some parents believe a chubby baby is considered healthier. "They feel comfortable, and if you don't see it as a problem, then there's no reason to address it," she said.

But Salerno said that many times the complications of obesity are not apparent, so a child may appear to be healthy but a physical evaluation could reveal otherwise.

Risk for obesity can also begin before childbirth, as a woman who develops gestational diabetes during pregnancy is more likely to have overweight children.

Mothers who develop gestational diabetes, which is diabetes that appears for the first time during pregnancy, should be especially careful in monitoring their children's weight, said Dr. Nicolas Stettler, a Children's Hospital of Philadelphia nutritionist.

"Even at birth, if baby is at a higher birth weight, that baby is at risk for being overweight," he said.

He also said breast and formula feeding without supplemental feeding reduces chances of an infant being overweight. "A lot of families are feeling their kids are not gaining as much weight (as they think they should), so they put cereal powder in the bottle, but that can lead to excessive weight gain."

Parents with a history of obesity are sometimes resigned to the fact that their children will become obese, unaware that both obesity and complications can be prevented.

"There's more thought that it's part of the family history so there's nothing that can be done about it. That if everybody is overweight, and if the kid is overweight, there's no reason to address it as a medical problem," said Stettler.

But obesity is a medical problem, one that can lead to type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, sleep disturbance, asthma complications, orthopedic problems, high cholesterol, and low self-esteem. The higher a child's weight is on the developmental curve, the more at-risk he or she is for complications.

"Particularly in African-American children, they are more likely to develop insulin resistance and high blood pressure than white children who are the same developmentally overweight," said Stettler.

Salerno noted that children who are overweight are more likely to snore, which can cause sleep apnea, a condition in which oxygen levels drop during sleep. That sleep disturbance can affect concentration during school and lead to poor academic performance.

As overweight children get older, they are more likely to have health problems. They are also more likely to have lower self-esteem and depression.

"Kids will be excluded from social events, and picked on, which may lead to depression, or depressions can lead to being overweight. It's a two-way street," she said. "A lot of times these kids are kind of left out, and they're picked on, so they have very low self-esteem, sometimes to the point where they are depressed."

Low self-esteem and depression can result in poor academic performance, poor interpersonal relationships and risky behavior. Depression can also lead to more weight gain.

But weight can be properly managed, reducing the risks of complication. Salerno said managing weight should be a family effort, in which everyone makes dietary changes, rather than singling out the child.

Stettler also stressed that the idea for children obtaining healthy weight is not weight toss, but rather maintaining that weight so that as the child grows his or her weight does not increase.

That can be done first by eliminating simple sugars, which are found in juices and sodas. Parents should be careful about juices that are not 100 percent juice, as they are mostly sugar and water, and soda should not be given to children before age two. Milk, 100 percent juice and water are the best options; juice should be consumed in moderation.

He also said that adding fruits and vegetables to the diet is effective. Canned vegetables and frozen fruits are best when fresh produce is not available. Avoid canned fruit as it often contains syrup, he said.

It is difficult in urban areas like Philadelphia to shop healthy when there are few supermarkets available. Children are often seen en route to school buying huge drinks, canned soda, chips and cookies from the corner store. Salerno said parents can monitor their children's food by not allowing them to decide what to eat.

"Don't leave it up to them and let them get the money and make choices which really aren't the healthiest," she said.

Most important in weight management is eliminating sedentary activity, doctors say. Stettler said short-term weight loss is not as important as long-term weight management.

"I don't like to see goals in terms of weight loss but goals in terms of increased physical activity and decreased sedentary activity," he said.

"It's definitely not a cosmetic thing, it's not about the way they look; it's about their health," said Salerno.
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